Mississippi State University

Scholars Junction
Ernie Flint - Mississippi State Extension Reports

Extension Agent Reports

2-12-2001

Field Crops Newsletter - February 12, 2001
Ernest "Ernie" Flint Jr.

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ext-ua-flintreports

Recommended Citation
Ernest "Ernie" Hilmon Flint, Jr. collection, Special Collections Department, Mississippi State University
Libraries

This Document is brought to you for free and open access by the Extension Agent Reports at Scholars Junction. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Ernie Flint - Mississippi State Extension Reports by an authorized administrator
of Scholars Junction. For more information, please contact scholcomm@msstate.libanswers.com.

Field Crops Newsletter:

February 12, 2001

In General:
It seems that February just arrived, but by the time you read this the month will be half gone. A lot of things are still not clear,
but before many more days have passed decisions will have to be made. Our discussion should center on just how to make these critical
calls but there are so many “forks” in the road that the path becomes more and more confusing with every passing day.
The only thing to do is to try uncovering the facts, knowing very well that we will miss something. Keep this in mind as you
read on, and fill in the gaps as best you can. Maybe together we can make some sense of this.
Cotton:

Stories of “wall-to-wall” cotton are flying everywhere these days. The National Cotton Council’s Annual Early Season Planting
Intentions Survey projects that U.S. cotton producers intend to plant 15.9 million acres of cotton this spring, up 2.3 percent from 2000. If
this projection is correct, this will be the second highest planted acreage since 1962, only exceeded by the 16.72 million acres planted in
1995. Of this 15.9 million acres, 15.67 million are projected to be upland, and 225,000 acres of extra long staple (ELS) cotton are
expected. The bulk of this increase is expected in the Mid-South (10.8%), mainly in Arkansas (14.6%), Tennessee (14.1%), and
Mississippi (13.8%). A slight increase of 1.8% is expected in the Southeast, but acreage is expected to decline in the Southwest (-1.8%)
and the West (-4.3%).
With yields declining the last three years a 2.3 percent acreage increase in U.S. cotton really should not mean a lot, but we all
know how information like this can make prices react negatively. At the same time, world cotton production is not expected to increase
significantly, and U.S. exports are projected to increase at least enough to absorb the production from this slight U.S. acreage increase.
Another very real factor is that U.S. cotton acreage increases will likely be made on a lot of marginal lands where yields are
likely to be at or below average, and the level of abandonment higher. Because of increased fuel costs, the use of irrigation will be much
less liberal than in past years, and nitrogen use rates will likely be lowered because of the tremendous increases in price. When you think
about it the only real factor that may significantly influence production in 2001 is weather, not acreage.
What are the long-range forecasters saying about weather? Like it or not, we are probably in for another hot and relatively dry
growing season. After looking at several long-range forecasts it seems a consensus might be that temperatures will reach the century
mark for a while, but not likely for the record period we had in 2000. On the rainfall story, we may see a little more rain, although not
enough to call it a “normal” year. Subsoil moisture supplies are still low, and even though we have received some very good rains the
deep reserves are still not there. Some of the weather forecasters expect to see more rain in the Southeastern U.S. and at least one is
suggesting that the increased likelihood of more rain may edge over into the Midsouth – which would be nice.
Should the hot and dry scenario continue the choice to grow cotton may be correct since alternative crops don’t have the
tolerance, in general, to withstand drought. I know what some of you are thinking about that statement, and you are right; cotton is not
very good at it either. We should know by now just how to best manage cotton in this kind of weather. Some of the main things are:
• Use no-till or reduced tillage to conserve water.
• Apply lime to fields that need it; roots do not develop in acid soil, and with poor roots you are beaten before you start.
• Plant as soon as soil temperature gets right.
• Use the most drought-tolerant varieties you can get. A good source of information is the 2000 non-irrigated hill variety trial.
• Use RR and avoid residual herbicides that suppress root development.
• Irrigate if you can, but manage it to maximize early root development.
• Control early season insects as well as possible so early bolls are retained.
• Either control nematodes or stay away from fields with high numbers; damaged roots will not be able to “find” water for
plants.
• In short, get the crop made if you can before you run out of water.
An arguable strategy, especially on our best fields, is to plant a full-season indeterminate variety with the ability to “come back”
and produce the late top crop after rains become more likely. Personally, I don’t care much for this idea since it may lead to expensive
insect control measures late in the season, and it adds a lot of harvest time risk I would like to avoid.

Corn and Soybeans:
No doubt, there will be a lot of cotton planted in 2001, however corn and soybeans are still viable alternatives. Corn could still
come around quickly and become the most attractive crop if two critical things happen. First, the export market for corn needs to get
active, probably resulting from an almost inevitable decrease in the value of the U.S. dollar. And second, the price of natural gas used to
make nitrogen fertilizer must come down; this is already projected by the gas industry. Both corn and soybeans are subject to being
influenced dramatically by the cost of nitrogen fertilizer; corn because it is a very high user and soybeans because it is a very low user.
Another very real influence is that when the market sees that these crops will be planted in lower amounts, prices will likely increase as a
way to “buy” acreage. And when the long-range weather forecasts hit the news media, offerings will have to increase even more to entice
farmers to plant these crops that require better moisture conditions. Another big item is that prices for corn and soybeans will have to
overcome the more attractive insurance coverage being offered for cotton.
A lot of you folks had nematode samples taken; in fact some that were pulled in November are just now getting back from the
MSU laboratory. I don’t believe there will be any disagreement that corn is the best way to bring down reniform nematode numbers.
And let’s face it; we have built a fairly good infrastructure for corn in the last five years and we need to grow enough corn to keep it for
the future. Corn has become too important for us as a rotation crop to think about abandoning it. I believe we have yet to see what we
need to make the final decision on planting corn or soybeans. And of course, this will impact the final planting intentions for cotton as
well.
With regard to cultural practices, a relatively new factor is out there to consider; that of Roundup Ready corn. At least three seed
corn companies are offering this technology in varieties that were included in the 2000 variety trials. One of these, an experimental line,
was the top entry at the Hernando location with a yield of over 200 bu/acre without irrigation, and several other RR varieties performed
comparably with popular conventional varieties. RR technology offers several advantages, not the least of which is the avoidance of drift
injury when grown near other RR crops.
RR varieties will also help us continue the reduction of residual herbicide use that in itself has many benefits. Of course, some
of our worst weed problems in corn are not completely solved by Roundup. Species like sicklepod, coffeeweed, morninglory, and
teaweed may still be challenges. A residual like atrazine may be needed where these are serious problems. The main concern will
continue to be the emergence of troublesome weeds, particularly morninglory, after corn is too big for applications. We all know what
happens when sunlight reenters the canopy after the crop is mature and weeds are sitting there ready to explode.
Soil Fertility:
A temptation this year will be to cheat on soil fertility as a way of reducing cost. I suggest there are ways to do some trimming
without taking the hit on yield. Liming is a necessity where soil tests indicate it, however we may be able to use a little less N if the other
things are right, especially in no-till. Moisture is not the only thing lost when we till the soil; nitrogen is also lost to volatilization and
leaching so it has to be replaced. Don’t ask me for a figure on this, because it varies with several factors like soil texture, moisture
content, temperature, pH, and others, but it does happen.
You can live with less phosphorus in no-till since plants are better able to “find” phosphorus in no-till soil. The same is true with
potash, although to a lesser degree. The idea is to get pH right, apply about the same amount of N, live with a “medium” phosphate level,
and go for a “medium to high” level of potash. The level of potash required will vary somewhat in cotton, depending on variety. The
faster fruiting varieties need higher levels of potash. Don’t overlook sulfur if it is low on your soil test; apply enough to ensure good
nitrogen use efficiency; this is normally 12 to 15 pounds of sulfur per acre.
I will not bore you with the science, but in no-till there are microorganisms that help plants acquire water and nutrients whereas
in tilled soil they cannot become established well enough to perform this function. These organisms are particularly good at supplying
plants with water and phosphorus.
In Summary:
All of this may be idle talk if you can’t get financed this year, and from what I hear many of you are still not clear on this. This
fact alone may induce the market upward; if it does this will hopefully help you cash-flow your operations. However, this factor has
obviously not come to the attention of the market yet. If we have to wait on this to happen some of you may be very late in getting set to
go this year; just try your best to keep a positive outlook. I know that doesn’t offer much to go on, but sometimes things come down to
nothing more than faith.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

